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PROBABLE DEVELOPMENTS IN LAOS TO JULY 1956 


THE PROBLEM 

To estimate probable trends in relations between the Royal government and the 
Pathet Lao over the next six months with particular reference to the military inten¬ 
tions and capabilities of the two sides. (A discussion of the political, economic, and 
military situation in Laos is contained in NIE 63.3-55, dated 26 July 1955. The pres¬ 
ent paper updates the basic discussion of Royal govemment-Pathet Lao capabilities, 
and the activities of the International Control Commission. Although the conclu¬ 
sions of NIE 63.3-55 remain valid in all important respects, this estimate provides 
further elaboration of its conclusions, particularly paragraph 6.) 

CONCLUSIONS 

1. The government of Laos is concerned the main centers and lines of communi- 
that unless it soon suppresses the Pathet cation in the provinces of Sam Neua and 
Lao a de facto partitioning of the country Phong Saly. (Para. 17) 

may occur. It is becoming increasingly 

impatient with a policy of inaction as a 3 ‘ We 5611676 that the Com m u ni sts are 
result of prolonged and fruitless negotia- determined to main tain their position in 
tions with the Pathet Lao. However, the Sam Neua and Phon g SaI y provinces, and 
Royal government could probably be in- troops will intervene to 

duced to postpone action for some time as ex terit necessary to maintain the Pa- 
a result of pressures from the Western thet Lao * FoI1 °wing the 25 December 

Powers or the International Control Sections, which it is boycotting as illegal. 

Commission, and in the belief that Pa- t5e Pat5et Lao may formalize its sepa- 

thet Lao morale is declining. Its even- status b y setting up a government 

tual course is likely to be influenced ^ ^ areas control. However, a serious 

largely by its ability to obtain reliable air Patbet Lao effort to drive the Royal 

transport and by its estimates of the Viet troops out of Phong Saly and Sam Neua 

Minh reaction and the prospects for US provinces appears inconsistent with gen- 

°r SEATO support. However, even lack erai Co mm unist policy in Asia, since it 

of airlift or Western support may not would require participation in combat 

eter the Royal government from launch- areas of Viet Minh forces which would be 

g an offensive. (Paras. 10, 23-24) susceptible to detection. Nevertheless, 

2. Vi e believe that against Pathet forces Pathet Lao-Viet Minh forces might 
alone, Royal government forces have the undertake such action in view of the 

con ^ ain Pathet attacks and, probable Communist estimate that mil- 
equate air transport, to occupy itary action limited to the two disputed 
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provinces will not elicit effective Western 
reaction and might therefore demon¬ 
strate to the Thai and South Vietnamese 
that SEATO is an uncertain guarantee 
against Communist military pressure 
and subversion. {Paras. 16,21) 

We believe that, under the circum¬ 
stances now existing, the most likely de¬ 
velopment will be a gradual build-up in 
the scale and intensity of hostilities in 
northern Laos over the next six months 
There appears to be little likelihood of an 
effective cease-fire. Each side will at¬ 
tempt to consolidate and extend its posi¬ 
tion; but, barring unauthorised action by 
Royal Lao military commanders, neither 
side is likely to launch a large-scale of¬ 
fensive. There will probably be an in¬ 
crease in the size of the forces involved 
including increased Viet Minh support of 
the Pathet Lao. In this situation there 
will be serious danger of sizeable Royal 
Lao forces being cut off and captured by 
more experienced Pathet-Viet Minh for¬ 
mations. The government might then 
feel compelled to request military assist¬ 
ance from SEATO or the US to maintain 
ts position m the disputed provinces and 

lutfonTh a “ ^-^thet reso¬ 

lution throughout Laos. (Para. 27) 

defL in f Crea ? d action led to a 

th r V r ROyaI g° vernm ent forces or 
ejectlDn from the disputed nrov 
mces morale in the rest of lios, particu- 
^rl)m government circles, p 

^ feel that failure to ^ 


press the Pathet was due in part to in¬ 
decision by the US; and, barring a US 
security commitment, concern over their 
own security would increase. South 
Vietnamese apprehensions would also in¬ 
crease, although Diem would feel that 
Communist violations of the Geneva 
Agreements would reduce foreign crit- 

refUSaI to elections 

with the Viet Minh. India’s acquies- 

cence m the de facto partitioning of Laos 
might be interpreted by the Communists 
as evidence that Nehru was unwilling to 
“?** an issue of gradual Communist 
advances in Southeast Asia. The Com¬ 
munists and some Southeast Asian gov- 

t e rf2Sn^ 0Uld 8180 tend conclude 
tiuit SEATO was not prepared to act 
( Para. 28) 

, 6 , event of large-scale hostilities ‘ 
Uie ICC would probably demand a cease¬ 
fire with a withdrawal of both sides to 
prenoudy held positions. The question 
of which side initiated fighting must in¬ 
evitably be hazy under circumstances 
prevailing in the area. The Indian ICC 
representatives will almost certainly in- 
that the status quo be preserved in 
the two provinces until the two sides are 
able to reach an agreed political settle¬ 
ment. The Indians remain sensitive to 
US involvement and would probably con¬ 
strue any US supply operations to Lao 
forces in the two provinces, under condi¬ 
tions of enlarged fighting, as violations 
of the Geneva Agreements. (Para. 29) 


DISCUSSION 

[ SITUATION 

‘ Geneva Agreements nf 10^4 government over the entire territory. The 

^ftemiorial ^Segrity of pr ? Ialmed agreements Provided, however, for the^roup- 

Ulf Soverei guty of the RoyS liS north Sghting ^ 111 the two 

Laotian northern provinces of Phong Saly and Sam 
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STaTlS the 1 ra,nte 8«tton of such units 
Into the national community. The Royal 

government pledged not to permit the tatS 

duction of foreign troops or establishment of 

bases, beyond existing arrangements wito 

France, or to adhere to alliances “so long as 

Its security Is not threatened.” Although 

ES 8 £ ^f 6 toe SEATO & uar «- 

tees, It is not a member of the pact and has 
thus fax preferred to rely on the StemationS 
Control Commission rather than SEATO to 
deal with the Pathet Lao problem. 


Jngly turned their attention to the 


,8^Following the regroupment of Pathet 

^htb^d^t^ 1954 ’ 016 £° ver nment 
sought by direct negotiations with the Pathet 

Lao to secure entry for and recognition of 

government administrators in tfaTpShS 

£’cS n the e tf M !Sf wMe ^ government 
increased the strength of its armed forces 

already in the Pathet Lao area Th» piff 

•Olegedly b«use of the aSe 

Se S ' aS% demed 

*“ “ orth * and frequent armed clashes nr 
^red ujh. Pathets sought to JSSZn* 

£ m£ 5SrE2LS?S£ “ d return “£ 

ICC, the UK /nrf^v 1156 ° f pressure from the 

of 

eminent prolonged theToSc? goy - 
and continued its effort? 0 ? 0 ^ ne & otiati °ns 
ceptable ce£>.£ e * amm S e « ac- 

Phong Salv Tt* 83111 Neua and 

§ood faith in negotiation'l l 5° ? emonstrate 

£>i' SSuent Cre S gly e?ideot *° tte 
^otiations^ r f f ^ eVer ’ toat ^tlcal : 

Lao obStS^Sf toat 016 reaI 1 

* * secure bai for e tte * ^^bment i 

? ^^inning of all lIqs SUbversion c 

finally declared on 10 L»^v! g0Vernm ent C 

further negotiating 10 Novemb er 1955 that r 

Dounc ed its intention fUtile ’ 311(1 an- a 

f ^bons in D^eLter if ^ D3tlonal ta 

^frol. since that areas «s ft 

Particularly among th^mS^h 1 ^^ 6178 ' b : 

6 uie mmtary, have increas- fi : 


as 11. More recently, the Royal government hoc 
* 2?°^ “"oreasad Pathel uSt^Tt 

‘ Ifte p athet Lao actually conducted 

io foSffii^ Sgalnst LaotbS 

it ««, Sam Neua Province on 5 December^ 
it and it Is possible that the Pathetc ? 

\ 

t l 2 ' 1x1 ^ event °f major hostilities the Pathet 
s Lao could employ their 6,300 regular trooDs 
comprising 11 infantry battalions and o?e 
1 heavy weapons battalion. These are cm. 

1 by UP *° ll00 ° Viet Mbih “advisers*” 

. by a local militia totalling up to3Too 

■ £22? anned troops - Tw^iV’She 

NeS nT^te^v ° rCes are de P lQ yed in Sam 
tin province * w bere seven infantry bat- 

Sd WeapODS batt ^on are 

Sd^her^f ? 6r four ^^hy battalions 
and other detachments, totalling about 1 900 

troops, are In Phong Saly province a X? 
"18 000 Viet Mtaif 

re gbn en ts, a border security reri- 
NotS v°T ‘“Alston, are d^lojfd 

in North Vietnam along routes leading into 

kite S 401 , 111656 00111(1 ^ moved 

^ ^ “tOe or no advance 

13. Pathet Lao units are lightly armed mo¬ 
bile and effective In the guerrilla tactics’ nar- 

L^^ThS^ « tte terrain of northern 
Laos. There are firm indications that Pathet 

“° rale d ^ riora tlng and that economic 
and health conditions In their zone are appre¬ 
ciably poorer than In the rest of Laos The 
Communists appear to have little spontaneous 
popular support, and there may have been 
some low-echelon friction between Pathet So 
troops and their Viet Minh advisers. Th2£ 
ar f Pr0bably compensated for in part 

fiLTTf u Commm ^ t Indoctrination mid 
finn discipline. On balance, the Pathet Lao 
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farops are probably on a par qualitatively 

with those of the Lao National Army. The 

eombat effectiveness of any Viet Minh forces 
which might be committed in northern Laos 
would be superior to that of the Pathet Lao 
because of their better armament, battle ex¬ 
perience, and indoctrination. 


SEpdf^ET 


in central and southern Laos located 


14. The Pathet Lao military forces are effec¬ 
tively controlled by the Viet Minh, and the 
Pathet Lao almost certainly would not under¬ 
take any major offensive action without Viet 
Minh, and ultimately Chinese Communist 

to adVlsor7 Pereonnei,’ 
the-Viet Minh provides the Pathet Lao with 
weapons, probably including some artillery 
and furnishes ammunition and other equip-’ 
ment on a continuing basis from depots in 
the DienBien Phu, Moc Chau, and Hoi Xuan 
a«as. There are no indications that Chinese' 
Communist personnel are with the Pathet 
lao forces, but minor Chinese Communist 

p!! 7 56 dir6CtIy avaa able to 
in Phong Saly province.- Fre- 
q nt reports of Viet Minh units in the Pathet 

MimTStf !“ confini3ed > but small Viet 
linec nf Cbments ma y be deployed along 
bnes of communication into both provinces 5 
*nd in major rear depot areas ’ 


16. The ANL has no permanent tactteoi 
ganization above battalion level a^n^ 1 ° r ' 
bat-ready heavy weapons or artillS^ units k* 
is understaffed, inexperience K 

on French advisers and other foreign^?? 1 }* 
ance for training and maintenance^ ff ^ 

most completely depeXt 2“.fX£* 

inces^Thprl^ forces “ the disputed prov- 
races. There are now availshio £ 

government only nine C-47’ s all nf ?° yal 
operated by WrL h * wbf? 

were allocated to the Fren“ £der 
In the event of generalized hostilities inTvT’ 
provinces the French would li ^Jhese 
withdraw their air support 

mrolred through SEATO. The MB 

SH£2£ " tte ^ eovenuuent wS 


SSSFri 

Xtuonal G^dTot” 0 ? of 

northern Uos & S, P ? “ e de P'°yed in 

mp six command? Ph ° ng Saly P rovince . there 
<-000 partially P lus ^me 3,000- 

Th^ couM^ Pr ° gOVernment P^ 1 ' 
w-'antiy battalions ? SUpported by the 3 
5 National GuLrd COmmando company, 
Praban pro ^ c r m P^ nies located in 

^ battalions anTl4 S*** five in ' 

a * 3 - » total of 5200 tr 0mmando compa- 
pfonncf. uith the'na .°°P S ’ ^ Sam Neua 

C,K:a ^° compare ?^ three 

■ and three National 


bdity to contain Pathet attacks and 

£$£** to 
enters and lines of communication in 

provinces of Sam Neua and PhonTsiv 
ever, we believe that h the Pafw 7 ‘ E ° W ' 
should be seriously thrltenJttS P ? ltl0n 
eminent attach or b?tS / Rpyal S ov * 
thc Pcthct T by 016 undermining of 
the Pathet Lao organization, the Viet Min* 

WOUW almost certainly Intervene to Se eS 

necessary to preserve the Pathet Lao. 

t?i J 16 f •?^ lh Interve ntion would be difficult 
to identify m the guerriila-type warfare th n + 

e“mSteS^S‘ W ° Uld . probabl J’ feI 

“ cve ncuaiiy to request military as- 

t^tadon M-ta 6 ’ 7 10 tod “ Ce the ™ “ “E* 
abandon military support of the Pathet Lao. 
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19. The International Control r 5 

Boyal authority 01 “^MaSThe^o™^,^^ deslre to 

^SKS&fiS 

«ps P ss g "s ££?s^ir to — ** 

^ie Canadian member continues to sudSS ProvinceTan^Vc f g Sa]y and Sam Neua 

^asS33S5 S53S®«S5s 

though they recognize that unless the Pathet Probable Communist^ ^ tl0n 111 view of the 
Lao is suppressed, it will probably eventual act ion linSStoT. “ tunate that military 
emerge aa a rival claimant to power ov er ^ will not effe£ ^ n ° rthem P r °vim2 

ilSH S^gtSS 

Sea ?;rir s £K ^^IrT a 

Communist linX o?H? w. ? IMian “•» templateat fcLrtt?.? ^f 1 ““ on * «n- 

JsrssSa-r 3 si.'ss£HS"Ss 

interfere with prospects for reducin^^ few ^di^ates subject to R»?Sf 


problems of p£* atilt™?* tbe election . 

''• fUIURE ™B*mm STeT 7 T UPy “‘ioTof™ 

nlsiiSB ITiPissi 

SSHisS &3SSS5-S5 

sutas ss,t p™ ed r 1 iamch «**** 

Pressure for aStS tel / ned *» ^crease TO?Z?^..w^f teni PoBere “d the 
raise the morale ofth*^° n ° f ne S° tia tions, to declining- wn ,^ e ^ at Pathet Lao morale is 
the activities of eovp^^/ 0 ^’ to c °unter government to d _p r . obabl y induce the Laotian 
derline Pafhot t ^ 0Vernrnen t forces, or to un- Postpone action. We believe 

Section is illegal intoe?** 11 ** the December come^creaSnSv ^^.^rornment will be-’ 

- sss bHI 1 ? 2 

S. the Pathet Lao may formalize TS 
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other sources, and Its estimate both of Viet 
Minh reactions and of the likelihood of US or 
SEATO support. 

24. However, even lack of Western support or 
airlift may not deter the Royal government 
from launching an offensive. They might be¬ 
lieve that Viet Minh intervention, if it oc¬ 
curred, would not extend beyond restoration 
of the Pathet position, and would have con¬ 
sequences no more serious than would a policy 
of inaction. They might hope that the Viet 
Minh could be forced to expose their role in 
the maintenance of the Pathet movement. 
Inaddition, they could claim that Pathet Lao 
action had grossly violated the Geneva Agree¬ 
ments. They could then request the Geneva 
co-chairmen to act to preserve the territorial 
integrity of Laos; and even call upon SEATO 
or the US for direct military assistance. 


military commanders, neither side is likelv 
to launch a large-scale offensive. There ttrfij 
probably be an increase in the size of the forces 
involved, including increased Viet Minh sun- 
port of the Pathet Lao. In this case, almost 
as much as in that described in paragraph 
18, there would be serious danger of sizeable 
Lao forces being cut off and captured by more 
experienced Pathet-Viet Minh formations 
The government might then feel compelled to 
request military assistance from SEATO or 
the US to maintain its position in the dis¬ 
puted provinces and to prevent a decline in 
anti-Pathet resolution throughout Laos. 


25. Finally, given the presence of opposing 
forces without a defined front in the disputed 
provinces and the inadequacy of communica¬ 
tions, it is possible that an action intended as 
a reconnaissance or a relocation of forces 
could be interpreted by the other side as a 
deliberate provocation and thus lead to a wider 
conflict. 

26. The admission of Laos to the UN is likelv 

to haveimpiications for the developing situa- 
k° n , The ^ government, at least in the 
T™ 1 * ma y feeI somewhat safer in pursu¬ 
it fr Cy * that ^ access to 

the UN as a forum (and one potentially af- 

Vit i5- S v PPOrt > WouId ^ important if the 
Viet Minh should intervene in response to 

government initiated military action. The 
hinese Communists, and even the Viet Minh 
may be ess inclined to risk world censure 

the pftheT^T 16 lnterVenti0n on of 

27. On balance, we believe that, in the cir- 

T ^ tinS ’ there ^beagrS- 

hastiiir ld T P 113 the Scale and intensity of 

month^^T^ ^ ° Ver ^ next st* 

of an P frJ? appears ** MtUe likelihood 
teirmi ! ff tl7e ceas e-flre. Each side will at- 
Jemp to consolidate and extend its position; 
barrt ng unauthorized action by Laos 


28. If increased military action led to a defeat 
for Royal government forces or their ejection 
from the disputed provinces, morale in the 
rest of Laos, particularly in government cir- 
cles, would decline. The Thai might feel that 
failure to suppress the Pathet was due in part 
to indecision by the US; and, barring a US 
security commitment, concern over their own 
security would increase. South Vietnamese 
apprehensions would also increase, although 
Diem would feel that Communist violations of 
the Geneva Agreements would reduce foreign 
criticism of his refusal to discuss elections with 
the Viet Mi nh . India’s acquiescence in the 
de facto partitioning of Laos might be in¬ 
terpreted by the Communists as evidence that 
Nehru was unwilling to make an issue of 
gradual Co mmuni st advances in Southeast 
Asia. The Communists and some Southeast 
Asian governments would also tend to con¬ 
clude that SEATO was not prepared to act. 

29- In the event of large-scale hostilities, the 
ICC would probably demand a cease-flre with 
a withdrawal of both sides to previously held 
positions. The question of which side ini¬ 
tiated fighting must inevitably be hazy under 
circumstances prevailing in the area. The 
Indian ICC representatives will almost cer¬ 
tainly insist that the status quo be preserved 
m the two provinces until the two sides are 
able to reach an agreed political settlement. 
The Indians remain sensitive to US involve¬ 
ment and would probably construe any US 
supply operations to Lao forces in the two 
provinces, under conditions of enlarged fight¬ 
ing, as violations of the Geneva Agreements. 


> E|?^ET 



















